CHAPTER III

The Transmutation of Elements

THE DISCOVERY OF RADIOACTIVITY

THE discovery of radioactivity was due more or less to
pure accident, though, if this accident had not hap-
pened as it did to Professor Becquerel, the leakage of
energy from the interior of slowly decaying atomic nuclei
would surely have been noticed anyway in some other
connexion. Henri Becquerel, professor of physics at^the
Sorbonne, was interested in the phenomena of fluorescence^
which is the property certain substances have of accumulat-
ing the energy of light falling upon them and of remaining
luminous for a certain time after the source of light has
been removed. Once during the year 1896 Becquerel ob-
tained a preparation of uranium bisulphate for the pur-
pose of studying the phosphorescence of this substance.
But his interests were drawn in some other direction, and
he threw the material into one of the drawers of his
work-table.

Now it happened that in this drawer was a box con-
taining some unexposed photographic plates, and the
ampoule of uranium bisulphate fell right on top of that
box, remaining there undisturbed for several weeks. In-
tending to take some photographs (whether a family por-
trait or some complicated absorption spectrum we do not
know), Becquerel finally opened the drawer, pushed aside
the ampoule with the forgotten preparation, and took out
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